Association between mandibular third molar formation and retromolar space.
To assess the association between formation stages of the mandibular third molars and the space distal to the permanent molars (retromolar space). The material included pretreatment lateral cephalographs of 96 orthodontic patients (49 males, 47 females; 8-18 years old). The molar formation stage was assessed through the method of Nolla, which rates the degree of calcification on a scale of 10 stages. The retromolar space was measured from the most concave point of the anterior border of the ramus to the distal surface of the first molar (used because the second molars had not yet erupted in the younger patients). Statistical analyses included t-tests and analyses of variance for group differences and the Pearson product moment to gauge associations among variables. The formation stage advanced with age, but wide standard deviations were noted. Similarly, the retromolar distance increased with age and was greatest between 10 and 12 years. The correlation between retromolar space and developmental stage was high (r = 0.85). On average, an increase of 5 mm of retromolar space corresponds to a 1.8 stage in tooth maturation. The correlation between third molar mineralization and available retromolar space essentially represents the association between one biologic age (dental formation) and another growth-related event (mandibular skeletal growth). The findings do not necessarily reflect successful emergence or nonimpaction of the molars. Longitudinal data are needed to determine such outcomes.